THE AMERICAN NOVEL

tions that have lost their meaning are the hardest of all to
destroy/'

As Mrs. Wharton saw the art of fiction it had for its proper
aim ''the disengaging of crucial moments from the welter of
existence." When she was interested in situations, she wrote
short stories. When she was interested in characters and their
growth she wrote novels. The House of Mirth (1905) was
for her a drama in the life of Lily Bart* For many readers the
book was a revelation of the habits of the circle of New York
society then popularly known as the Four Hundred, People
outside liked to look at it through the windows of fiction.
They had been taught, by novelists who were outsiders too,
that the Four Hundred lived in houses of mirth and mag-
nificence. Edith Wharton made it clear that such expected
splendors were not the essentials of this strict vSOciety. There
were circles within circles* The inmost circle was very small,
very desirable, and fairly dull The people in it seemed to one
of her later heroes less like aristocrats than aborigines. He
called Washington Square the Reservation and prophesied
that "before long its inhabitants would be exhibited at ethno-
logical shows, pathetically engaged in the exercise of their
primitive industries/' Mrs. Wharton represented them as
aboriginally resisting the efforts of new Americans to enter
the reservation. The new men might not be kept out of Wall
Street, but they and their women could be kept from ever
entering drawing-rooms and country houses.

The popular novelists had led their readers to suppose that
these guarded places were full of revels, Mrs. Wharton showed
them as marked by an uncompromising decorum, Lily Bart
goes to pieces on the rocks of decorum, though she has every
advantage of birth except a fortune, and knows the rules of
the game perfectly. She cannot follow them with the sure pace
and equilibrium that are required; she has the defect, like an
Aristotelian hero, of a single weakness. She hesitates between
marrying for power and marrying for love, oscillates, and is
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